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ABSTRACT ‘ 7

Appointed chairman 'of the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) by President Kennedy in 1960, Newton Minow disturbed
the traditionally comfortable relat:onsh:p between the commission and
the broadcast industry. In his first major speech, he outraged
industry officials by attacking television programming as "a wvast
wasteland" and indicated that he would support legislation_for FCC
supervision of the networks. When he later spoke’ of the 1ndustry s .
responsibility to children, a major broadcastifg group qu:ckly ’
anpounced a plan to increase high quality children's programming. The
three major networks were unable to reach an agreement, however, over
Minow's plan to share tNe commercial disadvantages of high quality °
children's programming by rotating a program among the networks. Tn
the fall of, 1962, all three networks aired quality children's shows
but were umable to ,attract commercial advertising. By the. end of
1963; the absence of John Kennedy and Newton Minow lifted fnetwork ’
fears of government regulat;on and the commitment to high qual:ty but
unprofitable children’'s shows died. (M) , »
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’l?eigvisi* was good to John Kennedy in the 1960 campaign.
Many bslieyed that the nedium was'responsiﬁle-for his narrow
margin of victory over Richard Nixod) There were a numbet of’
ways the telegenic new president could have rewarded the broéd-
cast industry for its,help Appointing an idealistic young FCC
chairman nanmd: Ne’hton Minow was not‘ one of them.” AV

. During the dechde of" the l950 s, a cozy relationship

hdevelopedﬁPetWeen the FgC,and the industry, Broadcasters ‘had

¢

‘come to regard the Commission as somewhat of an adjunct to, their

own trade asseciation--not an unusual situation for a regulated

industry.- ‘The early-l960 s, however, would become a period of

rEgulatory confusion. . Newton Minow ushered in a new era of

paranoia in the broadcast industry when he delivered his first

address as FCC chairman-~the famous “vast wasteland" speech.
Minow was characteristic of the New FrQntier image.

+

He was the best and the brightest--and he was youhg He was
Y

, named top man at the FCC just days before- his thirty-fifth

birthday. Minow's 1egal_background was truly impressive. He

graduated first in his class froy Northwestern Law School and

became law ¢lerk to Chief Justice Fred Vinson of the U,S. Supteme

o
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! Court and then went into private practice with-Adlai étevenson.

"The knowledge of broadcast<matters and- familiarity with the

h v

industry that Mlnow brought to the Commlsslon however, were
quite limited. Minow felt he had unLque qua11f1cat1ons, R
though . . ® In here to do what I tthk needs- to be done and ‘ :‘-

I've got two b1g assets," he told.the trade press--""I'm not

§ J

. interested in be1ng reappointed and)I don't wint a %eb in the

1

industry Minow was proud of the fact he' was an outsider o

‘r .
and the "insidetrs sensed there Was trouble ahead ’ /;.

v ' 'In the spring of 1961, ad Minow prepared his remarks for o~

~ the 39th\?nnua1 meetlng of the National Assoclatlon of Broad- »
casters TUmOrS were circulatxng,in the broadcast communlty thaF :
- Mlnog was g01ng to take an unusually hard line. But it was t
even worse than mos$t had imagined The tension at the 1uncheon
gathering that May 9th started to rise when the"ée;;ectacled
slightly pudgy buearucrat told his audieﬁce of broadcasters, ;
' j\\\\ "If you want to. stay on as trustees you must dellver Z decent

return to the publlc-hnot on1y to, your stockholders These

were ominous words.

L

N The most controversial agpect sg the chairman's address
-
on the day dubbed "Black Tuesday"‘Py'the trade press, was his A

d1rect commentary on the content of television programm:.ngI '
. The. Number 0n4’Regulator was actually naming the mames of

- shows he felt were examples" Of good television--The Twilight

.Zone, CBS Reports, The Fred Astaire‘Show e .f. It was what -

Minow didn t like on TV that created ‘the panic . . . He didn't
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.like the~"proce§?ion of game shdws, violence . . . formula
. ) ' . . .

comedies about. totally unbelieveable famild s, blood and . R

- L4

thunder © .. . sadism murder, western bad men, western good ' |

- P

X men, private eyes gangsters more violence and cartoons. And i o
. . endlessly, commercials AL i N S ) . )

Lo It was not only the d9vastating cont=nt; but - the tone o

-

‘

of Minow .8 message which was so offensive te the‘industry. The ~,

chairman Anvited those in h1s aud1ence to watch their own TV

.- e stations and networks for one full day. "Il can assure “you,"

. - . . . - +

he warned, "thatfyou will observe a vast wapteland.” 1In the

50 minutes Minow was at the podium, he.-managed, as one statipn 3

» . ,
industry i, . te - -‘.“f

W .
H

_execttive said, "t6 alienate the whole goddrm‘broadcast

T

o In a nutshell what Minow was suggesting--oi threaten- e

e

1ng--in the-vast wastefand speech was that for local statioﬂs;

b
|

w
oo license renewals would no longer be rubber stamped. "Ihere,is

P

gf nothing permanent or sacred about a broadcast license," he . .

.said. The message he sent to the ne%works, which were not’ under

-

;‘ the direct control of the FCC, was ‘that he intended to support

.,

/1egislation which would change that state of af&airs and empower S
) .

the FCC to supervise the networks as . well as licensed stetions.

L4

The public reaction to the "Vast' Wasteland" speech was . . |

T
- ke

overwheIming The non-trade press covered the event with
gusto. Hinow quickly became a genuine celebrity His numeroua ' V

J -
éppearances ‘on TV and radio programs kept him 1n rb limelight

. dot before or since has” an FCC_chaixman been a household name. » -
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Thr0ughout his 28-month tenure on the Commisaion _the favorable

. s

- press Minow-received was widbspread The quality pf American

3’: television became a major public ;ssue 4 ).

The' commercial te1ev1S1on 1ndustry in this country \

Y

-~ . reacted to the policies--and the personality--of Newton“Minow .
with a mixture of bitter resistance aﬁd‘protective appeasement.‘ °

At thé sage time the 1ndustry was denylng the 1ega11ty of
. N\
’ Minow's concern with prognam content changes were being made in
™ commercial programming.which cénformed with the chairman s -
* 3

views. Direct links between Minow and program 1mprovements

or chahges are abundant—-especially in the area of 3p11dren s

- * " = + .
a . * =

~\ programming. An examination of'the files from Midow‘s chair-r .
» i‘ M ) I *

o ma?ship prov1des much primary source. evidence.
¥

* As M now took office, a book entitled Television in the

Lives of our Children by  Wilbur Schramm, Jack Lyle and Edwin - ;

-

Parker had just been published. Minow 1ncorporated many of the
1deas and much 1nformat1on from the book into the Vast Wasteland
Speech. . The résponS1b111ty of the industry to children was one
of the major issues he touched upon: ". . . If parents,
teachors and ministers conducted their respoﬁsibi}ities by
?foiiowing the ratings," the chairman told his audience, 'child-

v ren would have a steady diet of ice cream, schoolaholidays and

no Sunday school. What about your responsibilities? 'Is there

no room on television to teatl, ta inform, to uplift, to - “l T,
stretch, to en arge the capac1t1es of your ch11dren7 Isa there
-
+ no room .for programs deepening their understanding of ‘children oy




o v
in other lands?  Is there no room 1ot a children 's_news show
explaining something abous. the world to them at their level of
understanding? Is there no room for reading the great litera-‘ o,

ture of the past teaching them the great traditions of freedom?

- . ’

] Search’your consciences~and see if you,cannot.offer more
to your young heneficiaries:whose.future'you guide so. mary hoursl
each‘anF every day." ¢ As you'see, Minow's reﬁerences to the kinds
of.programming he would have liked to see for children‘were KR
very. specific. i, ‘ | o

In‘an\gndustry operating under.a governmental mandate to.
serve the public 1nterest the issue i: children s programming
hit ah extremely sensitive nerve‘ ‘Wit in 72 hours of Minow's
*NAB speech one of the major station chains——the Taft broadcast—

-~ AY
. ing group-—announced an’ increase in kids programming . wee'In

——

—

v responseoto Chairman Minow s challenge to our ‘creativity,"

P ess reraSe said, "we will increase the tempo of our original
- &£ . j

pro ramming on all stations - hs a finst step we will c‘e se )

; e significance\hf vV programs for children in the areas
w2 ‘. ~

"news and spécial events. . . . -

4

The networks, too responded with plans for a "rash of
ambitious children‘s programs v even though- the network schedules
for the 1961-62 season had already been set at the time of the
Vast Wasteland Speech One NBC producer confessed “AlL these

shows have existed around here in one form or another\for a ,‘

. ﬂong time But we couldn‘t get the go- ahead (from the network -
. bosses) on’ any of ghem until Minow PB : SN
‘» - - . '-;
] - .
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Genéld Lesser, of Ghildren's Television Workshop, oo .

recalled his iﬁtroducbion to work in children s television as

a consultant to NBC shortly after ManW "uttered his now

legendary atcusation." Lesser says. 'Each netuork responded ’|
quickl;‘by developing plans for a high~quality children’s

series thatlwould p;SZlaim the network’s commitment tb péblic
service.® : B | .

-~

ABC,tthe network.most heevilkﬂweighted with violence in
uprime?time: introduced the most ambitious plan for a children's
.series. "In early Auguet of 1961, Minow’received a letter from
Jules Power the erecutive producer of the project Thé new
show, entitled DiscoVerz would azr Monday through Friday from .
©-5:00 to 5:30 p.m. "It s the most extensive ‘effort any of the
networke have announced to date',” Power informed the chairman,
nandfuhile‘many of the}program-executives inei§§ that they've

. been 'thinking of.doing-itffor a long time,' your name neverthe-
. .

less comes up s0 frequently at each meeting that you're begin-
nd - ‘

\ hing, to sound like the.co- producer .
""f’. By the”time Minow. gead the letter less than two weeks
later, Discoverz had ‘already been toesed out of the 1961-62
lineup because‘of insufficient affiliate 'clearance of ther
series. .

. ABC offeréd the program to stations in 152 markets But’
\only 76 stations——50 peréent—-cleared the prestige kid's show .

Under these conritions, Discoverz'wae a most inefficient

advertising vehjcle and attracting sponsors was difficult.
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ABC estimated it would suffer a hatf-millipn dollar loss on
Disco___i in a sik-month period. ! ; \ :
As the first summer of his tenurée on the FCC came to a ..

close, Minow received &’ personal letter from \a ‘family friend
She praised his fight to improve the quality of teleVision
programming, but sincerely expressed doubt, an§ signi nt-
lchanges could be made because of the. low level to whiqh pubfic i
taste had slipped Minow wrote back, "I‘agree--the real~hope is
with the children and that s what I've decaded to concentrate '
on."6 : 7 _

. . The second maJor speech lﬁaﬂinow‘slchairmanship came on - <
.September 22 1961, The subJect was children's programming and it
was' deliqered to the'ﬁadio and Television'Executives.S;ciety'

at' a éeeting in New York City. The chairman characterized the
‘ nature of nqst‘children‘s‘programs then on the air as "time-
waster shows, dull gray, insipid like dishwater Just as-~

L]

. tasteless, Just® 3§'nourishing _ o . -

_Minow ouflined the case history of - Disc0verx s demise and
his disappointment was -clear: ' ‘ T

! ’

It is not my purpose to argue that this particular program

should be on the air . . . but assuming with me for a

minute that DISCOVERY did have all the values suggested, @

then whgre does the responsibility rést fior ‘'killing a

children s_program with so much hope and promise? =~ - - v

-
- Minow then offe;ed a suggestion be'improvement it was

a bluepkint of sorts, a share the-risk schene anurged the
three networks -to rotate a regularly scheduled afternoon show

- for children, with each,web airing the program twice a week,

9 ) " ®
x ) - !
.
.
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Television magazine referred to it as Minow's "plan to6 ¥ave

U:S. children from TV."

L]

D1V1d1ng-the comﬁe\ftr\e disgdvantages three ways seemed

loglcal and fair Reaction to Minow's address to the Radlo ‘and

. TeleV131on Executlves was amazingly quick; within four hqung off’

the luncheon epeech.the three networks agreed to sit down and
discuss the rotating series fot the 1962-63 season. .

The top brass of all three networks met.to discuss the

.
-

rotating series plan on October 2, 1961. No ékreement could be

- reached and ABC was the flrst network to break’ away from the

1d9a ' "ABC-TV is convinced,” sdid President Oliver Treyz in a . ¢

-
) press release; P T . N .

that' the networks must assume direct respon31b111ty in thlS
V1ta1 pro%rammlng area gnd retain direct supervision and .
gontrol of production. 'The cost for each network will be )
reater but the result is certain to be better and more
. iversified programs, with consequent greate timulation of
_./AmerLcan youth. . ﬁﬂs R

&

In other words, all that work on DlSCOVEfI shouldn t go down

ithe drain.
The burden of‘!aklng genuine.progress in the fleld of

children.s teleV1316n rested with the networke. "The FCC plans

to reg:al_‘ate tthe networks wé? greatl? ’t"eere{d._ Economist William '

,'Melody pointed. out such reguiations wonld "surely dnterfere )

with the f1nancia1 boom tﬁe andusqry wag then enjoying.' So,

he - -gays, during this perlod of mQﬁntlng ten31on, network e .

children 8 ser1es served as a pe;de bffering wl B |
‘Invthe fall of 1962.a new quallty" kld show would debut

on each network. NEC scheduled Exploring, a weekly hour- long

LR

hY
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telecast and CBé presented Reading_Room “for'. 30 minutes each,

week., As a daily afternoon half- hour, Variety reported t
Discoverz was the brightest oasis in the wasteland "Wh

\
ABC over—estimated the commitments of the other webs or whether

it was sincerely motivated by effortsto make a cultural contri-

b&tion, the web took a $40 0%0 per week gamble on Discover238

. As Uﬁscoverz'was being prepared to debut ; Power wrote to
Minow and thanked him for his help . o "I have grave doubts
"[ that we would Have made it without you. nd - . - ;
a : Each of the new childrenﬁs shows experienced problems
‘ in attracting commerclal advertising. Advertisers and ad . . \i\

agencies were not supportive of the networks' efforts to

. . R . . f

improve kid-vid. They shied away from programming aimed at
sabisfying government pressures. The tag qua/ig; was. a

-

liability in selling commercial time, Spon magazine reported,

*

"Run-oi-the—mill cartoon and comggx shows have a greater chance

* of survival than the so-¢alled quality ones. »10

"Th?’only hope for these intellEctually based programs
for childrgp,‘ one industry observer noted, "would appear to be
the concern 6f some advertisers that they do after all, have a,

resPonaiﬁility beyond’ the mass movement of their own merchan-

dise. wll

-

- The advertising.industry,never accepted such :
H ) . . - -

- ' 'respopsibility. - ; ‘ . ' oV

‘An.ABC sales'executive. said of Discovery, "Were it.less
altruistic in its'aims it would be much easier to sell . s?lz
The ahow‘ranfup against "a stone wall of advértiser.reaisg— .

“ance wl3 ’ <
f - L]




'As the 1962-63 season'came tQ a close, Television ﬁge

L

reviewed the progress of kid-vid .since Ninow made his "mailed-
14

fist plea " ®iWithin a season s time," the periodica1 reported
¢

»°
"the networks responded withfprogram such as Discovery, Reading

Room Update, -Explowing and 1 2,3-GO . Now, after a year“s‘a

.run, during which time’ they were almost comple ely unsponsored%,

| each of the newer quality programs'can be conszdered ‘in
-!4

itroublg, Puttirg it ore plainly, their future as part of any

- Y N ‘

network edule is highly in doubt nlé ‘ . , e b
‘ . The producers of the ' quality“ kid shows believed given ﬁ?
‘ time, thEy could become efficient advertising vehicles A11 of .
us have put-in a year of work on the programs now, " dﬂﬂ producer
gaid, "and we 've learned a lot about improving the shows to .&;3{;
make them better . would be a crime to let that knowledge® ang .

’ 4 . + . - . . r\\ 1 .
effort go to"waste . .. Ly . h .o \,
¥ . . -

&

A toy“company executive summed up the se
industry thefs way--"The networks are devoting 'ime thQuality -
'children ‘s programming N .* . Wonderfull ;Excep that no one s a

- watching--except possibly Mr Minow and his family L ?f .
jcosts being what they are these days these' shows are a paor | _
risk, ‘even. for the advertiser with a public conscience nlb ' N

thimistic obéervers hoped the l962-§?.saa3;n was a ,x
modest beginning in a trend toward-improved children's program-
miﬁg.\ It turned out to be the peak in network commitment that'
soon declined. The threat of gdvernment regqlation provided

‘temporary iﬁbentive ta change the’ normal operating procedures .

j ‘ . - )
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. b ] Ll - . 11 . v
. in regafd to ehildren's'programs. By the end of. 1963 the . ©
. §§' absence of Newton Minow and John Kennedy changed the regulatory

. pleture. Public pressuré receded and so did neéw ideas for

combinlng edueation~\\3 entertalnment for cﬁlldren on commerc1a1 .
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